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Three quarters of 
executives don’t 
plan on being in 
their current jobs 
five years from now. 







2	  Daring to Lead 2006: A National Study of Nonprofit Executive Leadership    
Introduction
For anyone who believes that committed and talented executive 
directors	are critical	to	the	success	of	nonprofit	organizations,	this	report	offers	
sobering	news.	Nearly	2,000	nonprofit	executive	directors	in	eight	cities	completed	
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 1  Executives plan to leave their jobs – but not 
the nonprofit sector – within five years
 Three quarters of survey respondents — exactly the same 
percentage reported in Daring to Lead in 2001 — plan 
to leave their jobs within the next five years; 9% were 
already in the process of leaving. Despite the large 
number of executives contemplating transition, less than 
a third had discussed succession planning with their 
boards. Small organizations with fewer than 10 paid staff 
are more likely to experience transition in the next five 
years than larger, more established nonprofits.
2  Boards of directors and funders 
contribute to executive burnout
 Negative perception of the board of directors is strongly 
associated with executive director turnover. Although a 
majority (65%) of executives feel personally supported 
by their boards, most don’t appear to be experiencing 
a strong strategic partnership. Fewer than one in three 
executives agree strongly that their board challenges 
them to be more effective. An overwhelming number of 
executive directors (73%) identified fundraising as the 
most desired area of board improvement. Many focus 
group participants expressed deep dissatisfaction with 
institutional funders and discussed many ways in which 
grantmakers make their jobs more challenging. Increased 
general operating support and multi-year support were 
cited as the two funder actions that would help executive 
directors most.
  Executives believe they make significant 
financial sacrifices to lead nonprofits
 About a third of respondents were dissatisfied with their 
compensation, although executives who plan to leave 
within a year are nearly twice as likely to be dissatisfied 
as those who plan to stay longer. Despite dissatisfaction 
with compensation, only 26% of executives have ever 
asked for a raise. Women, who are twice as likely as men 
to lead a nonprofit, lead less than half of nonprofits with 
budgets greater than $10 million and make less than their 
male counterparts in nonprofits of every size.
4  Concerned with organizational 
sustainability, executives seek 
new skills and strategies
 Executive directors recognize the need for new 
sources of income, improved fundraising and 
financial management, and long-term sustainability. 
Executives cited fundraising and finance as their 
least favorite aspects of their job and the areas in 
which they most needed to build their skills. Ninety 
percent of executives are accessing professional 
development of some kind. Nearly one in five have 
enrolled in a nonprofit management degree or 
certificate program. A quarter of respondents said 
they’d used an executive coach; eight percent said 
they currently had a paid executive coach.
5  Bench strength, diversity, and 
competitive compensation are critical 
factors in finding future leaders
 The nonprofit sector — like business and 
government — will face increasing competition for 
talented leaders over the coming decades as the baby 
boomers retire and the labor market tightens. Data 
from this study raised several points of concern: Many 
small and mid-sized nonprofits lack the staffing depth 
to develop leaders inside the organization; only half 
of executive directors say they’re actively developing 
a future executive director. Racial and ethnic 
minorities represent a rapidly growing segment 
of the population, but executive directors are 
overwhelmingly (82%) white. Younger executives were 
just as likely to be white as their older colleagues, 
and newly hired executives were only slightly 
more likely to be people of color than the overall 
sample. Finally, current executives believe that their 
successors will require significantly higher salaries, 
which may pose a challenge to small and mid-sized 
nonprofits.
This report concludes with recommendations to help 
executive directors, board members, and grantmakers 
strengthen and support current executive directors, build 
a pipeline of future leaders, and increase their overall 
understanding of the strengths and challenges of a group 
of leaders whose work is essential to changing lives and 
transforming communities.
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Methodology












About the Sample –
Mission Area
 Human service (non-health) 38%







0-4 Paid Staff 26%
5-10 Paid Staff 22%
11-20 Paid Staff 18%
21-50 Paid Staff 17%
51-100 Paid Staff 9%
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Findings and Commentary
Executives Plan to Leave Their 
Jobs — But Not the Sector — 
Within Five Years
















• Annually, 9% of executives leave their jobs. 
• Three out of four executives expect to leave their current jobs within five years.
•  One in three executives is eventually fired or forced out of the job — 
an unexpectedly high percentage.
• Just 29% of executives have discussed a succession plan with their boards.
•  Even when executives do leave their jobs, most will stay in the nonprofit sector: 
70% say that another nonprofit, a grantmaking organization, or consulting is 
their ideal next job.
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Organization
Predicted Executive Stay and 
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Planning with the Board



































Even among the 
10% of executives 
leaving within 
a year, less than 
half – 47% –  
report having 





















Forty-seven percent (47%) of non-retiring executives 
would like to work in philanthropy or consulting 
upon leaving their current jobs. The competition 
for executive level talent between nonprofits and 
foundations may be significant in the coming years.
Nonprofit
32%
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Nonprofit executives 
have very little desire 
to switch sectors; 
only 1% envision a 
next job in either 



























Executive Turnover and Board Relations
2
FINDINg
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Boards of Directors and 
Funders Contribute to 
Executive Burnout













•  Executives who are unhappy with their boards are more than twice as likely to 
be planning near-term departures than those who have positive perceptions of 
their boards. 
•  Only one in three executives agree strongly that their boards challenge them in ways 
that make them more effective.
•  Only one in three executives agree strongly that their staffs view the board as an 
engaged leadership body.
•  Only one in three executives agree strongly that their funders have a good 
understanding of the nonprofit executive job.
•  More general operating support and more multi-year support are the funder actions 
















Board is not personally supportive
Board doesn’t understand ED’s job
Board doesn’t value ED’s contribution 















































Board challenges ED to be  
more effective  
Board uses meetings for strategy 
 
Staffs views board as engaged leaders 
Board provides personal support to 
executive  


















While 65% of 
executives feel 
very personally 
supported by their 
boards, most 
don’t experience 
























WEAK          MODEST          STRONg
5	Ratings	of	1	and	2	on	a	6-point	scale	are	labeled	weak;	3	and	4	are	labeled	modest;	5	and	6	are	labeled	strong.
6	Ryan,	W.	“Myth:	Good	Board	Members	‘Give,	Get,	or	Get	Off.’”	The Nonprofit Quarterly,	Vol.	12,	Issue	2,	p.	10.
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Frustration with capital markets













































Understanding of the 
Executive Job
Executives’ Ranking of Potential Funder Actions
ACTION        RANKINg
More general operating/unrestricted support 1
More multi-year support 2
Be willing to invest in nonprofit fundraising capacity 3
Provide more capacity-building support 4
Simplify/minimize reporting requirements 5
Funding for executive coaching and professional development 6
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Nonprofit Executives in Profile
thth less than 2 years
2 - 5 
5 - 8 
8 - 11 
12+ 
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Executives Believe They Make 
Significant Financial Sacrifices 
to Lead Nonprofits 













•  Executives who are very dissatisfied with their compensation are twice as likely to be 
leaving within the year than executives who are satisfied with compensation. 
•  Despite only modest satisfaction with compensation, only 26% of executives have ever 
negotiated a raise beyond what their boards have offered.
•  Forty-nine percent (49%) of organizations make financial contributions to executive 
retirement accounts, with larger organizations far more likely to contribute than 
smaller ones.
•  Thirty-eight percent (8%) of executives are sole or primary wage earners; the mean 
annual household income of nonprofit executives is $121,000.
•  Nearly two in three executives believe they have made a significant financial sacrifice 
to do this work, with executives at small and mid-sized organizations most likely to 
believe so. 
•  Despite being % of the executive population overall, men are overrepresented 
among large organizations and make more than 

















1.1 MIL-5 MIL $85,807
5.1 MIL-10 MIL $102,389
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percent (74%) of 
executives have 
never negotiated 
a raise beyond 


















1-4 5-10 11-20 21-50 51-100 101+
% Perceive a High Financial Sacrifice
Retirement Contributions and Organization Staff Size
% of NPOs that Contribute to 
Executive Retirement
Staff Size


































Executive gender  
Overall
Executive gender at 
Nonprofits Over $10 million





501K-1 MIL 74,066 67,530
1-2.99 million 91,142 83,270
3-7.5 million 106,001 100,436
≥ $7.5 million 159,130 114,352
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Concerned with Organizational 
Sustainability, Executives Seek 
New Skills and Strategies 










•  Executives are re-thinking strategic planning, exploring business and entrepreneurial 
concepts, and engaging in advocacy.
• Executives want to build skills in finance and fundraising.
•  Eight percent (8%) of executives have a paid executive coach—typically paid for by 
their organizations.






















Executive Engagement  

































































































with more than 
0 staff, one in 
three executives 
does not have a 
senior fundraiser 
on staff.
Executives Identify Two Skills They Most Need to Build11




























Executives with a Paid Executive Coach






































54% ≤ 4 days
4-9 days
10+ days
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\Bench Strength, Diversity, and 
Competitive Compensation 
are Critical Factors in Finding 
Future Leaders













•  Internal hires are the minority at nonprofits; just 27% of executives running 
organizations with 11-20 staff were on staff prior to becoming the executive.
•  Just over half of executives are actively developing one or more people on their staff 
to be an executive director someday.
• Nearly one in three current executives are likely to be nonprofit executives again.
• 48% of executives older than 60 say retirement is not their ideal next role.
• 18% of executives under 45 years old are people of color.
•  61% of executives say that if they left today, their organizations would have to pay 















The vast majority 
of current nonprofit 
executives are 
either founders or 
external hires. 





















1-4 5-10 11-20 21-50 51-100 101+
Paid Staff Size





















































 6-Very likely 17%
Likelihood Of Taking Another Executive Job



































































Predicted Length of Stay 
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Ideal Next Job for Executives Over 60























































believe that if they 
left today, their 
organizations 
would have to pay 
someone more 





Believe Organization Will Have to Pay More for Its Next Executive
Percentage Salary Increase Required to Recruit Next Executive
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Executives
Recommendations to 
Executives, Boards of 
Directors, Funders, and 
Capacity Builders
This research, involving nearly 2,000 
nonprofit executives across the country, 
provides a wealth of information and 
insights about their job experiences and 
career paths. Their answers suggest a host 
of potential responses by board members, 
funders, providers of training and consulting 
services to nonprofits—and by executives 
themselves. The recommendations that follow 
were created by the authors of this report in 
response to the survey data.
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Board Members




































A crucial aspect 
of developing 
future executives 
of color is 
developing board 
leaders of color.
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Funders
Examine how all grantmaking practices — not just formal 












Make sure leadership development programs address the key 













Increase support for executive transition planning and revisit 








Access to financial 
resources, not 
lack of vision 
or leadership or 
management 
skill, is the 
greatest obstacle 
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Encourage grantees to pay executive directors reasonable 





























 ©2006 CompassPoint Nonprofit Services			  5 
Capacity Builders
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Conclusion 
Because one of our goals was to identify ways in which 
boards, funders, and capacity-builders could better support 
executive directors in their critical role, this report focused 
primarily on the problems and challenges facing executive 
directors. Yet we should not leave the impression that 
serving as an executive director is unrewarding.
Executive directors who participated in this study also 
talked extensively about the rewards and positive aspects 
of their work: the satisfaction of working for organizations 
that change communities and lives, their level of autonomy, 
the wide variety of tasks and responsibilities, and the 
opportunity to work in constructive partnerships with 
business and government leaders.
The nonprofit sector depends on these talented, skilled, 
and visionary leaders. They are committed, creative, and 
tenacious. They produce amazing results with inadequate 
resources. By daring to lead nonprofit organizations, they 
dare to change the world.
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